THE PLAYWRIGHT
Terence Rattigan had a secure, comfortable, Edwardian middle class family background. Both his grandfathers were barristers and his father, Frank, was a diplomat. However, in spite of the undoubted social status, the Rattigans were not particularly wealthy and believed fi rmly in the sons being self-reliant. Terence was never as well off as most of his peers at prep school, Harrow and Oxford.
From an early age Terence was fascinated by the theatre, announcing at the age of seven that he was going to be a playwright: he spent his pocket money on going to the theatre and reading plays and would entertain everyone by reciting names, dates and places connected with the most obscure productions. When his father was forced into early retirement, he tried to impose all his frustrated ambitions onto Terence, wanting him to follow in his footsteps and become a diplomat and sportsman.
However Terence had begun to write and mix with the theatre set at Oxford and managed to persuade his father to give him time to develop his talent and to grant him £200 a year for two years. If he had not made a success of writing by then he agreed to enter a more secure profession.
French Without Tears ensured his artistic and fi nancial success and by 1942, when Flare Path was produced, a critic declared: 'his was the acceptable voice of protest that would not embarrass or annoy those who dictated what was politically or artistically acceptable.' At one point in the late 1940s/early 1950s Rattigan's popularity with audiences was such that his plays occupied three adjoining theatres in Shaftesbury Avenue for almost three years. He believed in craftsmanship and structure in play writing and championed the 'theatre of character' over the 'theatre of ideas'. But in 1956 the success of Look Back in Anger changed the face of the theatre and Rattigan seemed increasingly middle-class, conventional and out-dated.
Indeed when Osborne was challenged on the vulgarity of his play he responded, 'Look, Ma, I'm not Terence Rattigan. ' It was unfortunate that the decline in his popularity led to the failure of his 1957 play Variations on a Theme, which was the fi rst time that he openly and honestly addressed the issue of his homosexuality.
Out of touch with the Britain of the sixties he left and set up home in Bermuda, but there was a revival of interest in his plays in the seventies. Harold Pinter, who met him in the late 1950s, is an admirer: 'He wasn't at all pretentious. He had real charm and was suffering from the way he had been treated. It was fashion and spite that saw him booted about ... driven by envy. He had a great respect for the craft of writing. He was very skilful, very entertaining and very shrewd about human nature. He wasn't a safe playwright at all but very adventurous.'
THE ARCHER-SHEE CASE
In 1908 George Archer-Shee, a thirteen year old cadet at Osborne Naval College, was charged with stealing a fi ve shilling postal order from one of his classmates. His father, Martin, a wealthy, upper-middle-class Bristol banker, refused to accept his son's guilt and through the services of his elder son, major Martin Archer-Shee, secured the services of one of England's greatest barristers, Sir Edward Carson.
At fi fty-four, Carson was at the peak of a brilliant career. Although philosophically a conservative and staunch Unionist, he was a dedicated opponent of bullying, especially when the powerful sought to intimidate the weak. He agreed to take up the case after closely questioning young George Archer-Shee for three hours about the details of the case and fi nding him trustworthy -and he took only a nominal fee. It took two years to vindicate the young boy but Carson eventually forced a reluctant government to admit his client's innocence and pay an indemnity of £120, a large sum in 1910.
There was enormous public interest in the press reports of the trial. The idea of a young boy wrongly accused of stealing and dismissed from his school without due process shocked the public, and they particularly admired his father's determination to defend his son.
THE PLAY
"Let Right Be Done" Rattigan said that he had been fascinated by the case for sometime as an example of injustice that had considerable dramatic possibilities. In July 1945 he took the case from the 'store room of his mind' and began to write The Winslow Boy. He made a number of changes in the details of the case in order to sharpen the dramatic and moral confl icts involved.
Firstly he moved the play from 1908-10 to 1912-14. This preserved the Edwardian setting, a period which many of the middle class theatre going audience of the 1940s looked back on with a certain nostalgia, but also made the audience aware of the Great War which was to threaten and destroy its security and stability.
The Archer-Shees were an affl uent Catholic family, whereas the Winslows are a conventional, Anglican family, seen at the beginning of the play returning from church and discussing the sermon. They are only of modest fi nancial means, so the the strains of fi nancing the case to a degree threaten the harmony of their family life.
George Archer-Shee's elder brother was, in fact, 35 years old and a Conservative MP and provided considerable support to his father. Rattigan made Dickie a rather feckless, 19 year old Oxford undergraduate. This serves to increase Ronnie's sense of isolation and to focus the audience's attention on the father. It is Arthur Winslow's stubborn conviction of his son's innocence and his determination to see right and justice done which is at the moral centre of the play.
He transforms Ronnie's sister, Catherine, from a conventional Tory young lady into a radical and a suffragette. This gives her the independence and the strength of character to be a fi rm support to her father and provides an added dramatic confl ict and frisson with the conservative barrister.
Sir Robert Morton is clearly modelled on Carson and has all of his relentlessness, self-confi dence and ability to make a powerful emotional appeal. Rattigan chooses not to show the courtroom, however, in order to focus the drama on what the case did to the family.
